Testing tears for the presence of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) coronavirus (CoV) could provide a simple way to diagnose or confirm the infection early, according to a new report. Using a reverse-transcription PCR (RT-PCR) technique, Seng Chee Loon (National University Hospital, Singapore) and colleagues tested tear samples from 36 consecutive patients with suspected SARS and detected the virus in three-all early in the course of the infection (*Br J Ophthalmol* 2004; **88:** 861--63). Tear samples were used to confirm SARS in one of the three patients, who was virus-positive only in her tears.

"The ability to detect and isolate the virus in the early phase of the disease may be an important diagnostic tool for the future, and tear sampling is both simple and easily repeatable", the authors say. "SARS CoV in tears could be a source of spread and a potential hazard to healthcare workers in close contact with the face and eyes of SARS patients", says co-author Stephen Teoh. Ophthalmic practices may need to change, he explains. "More stringent barrier methods, appropriate quarantine, and isolation measures are vital when managing patients with SARS."

By contrast, Denis Lam and colleagues at the Chinese University of Hong Kong had only negative results with RT-PCR in tears and conjunctival scrapings from 20 patients with probable or confirmed SARS (*Br J Ophthalmol* 2004; **88:** 968). Lam suggests the difference in results is probably because of the low sensitivity (approximately 50%) of the test and the brief presence of the viral particles. "The infectivity and clinical significance of tears containing SARS virus cannot be assessed until we have a large-scale study using a more sensitive test to determine both the frequency of viral presence and the viral load in tears."

Setting aside the discrepancy in the tears results, microbiologist Kennedy Shortridge, emeritus professor of Hong Kong University, warns that "better understanding of the pathogenesis of SARS Co-V and its transmission is important lest the virus reappears". Appropriate infection experiments in macaques "may be insightful".
